Shared personal reflections on the need to broaden the scope of conservation social science by Moon, K et al.
People and Nature. 2019;00:1–9.	 	 	 | 	1wileyonlinelibrary.com/journal/pan3
 
Received:	26	March	2019  |  Accepted:	17	June	2019
DOI: 10.1002/pan3.10043  
P E R S P E C T I V E
Shared personal reflections on the need to broaden the scope 
of conservation social science








































knowledge,	 situating	 research	 within	 socio‐ecological	 context	 and	 researcher	
positionality.
5.	 We	conclude	by	acknowledging	that	as	researchers	we	are	not	the	exclusive	au-









Engagement	with	 social	 sciences	 in	 socio‐ecological	 research	con-
tinues	 to	 increase	 (Crandall	 et	 al.,	 2018;	 Moon,	 Brewer,	 Brewer,	
Januchowski‐Hartley,	Adams,	&	Blackman,	2016;	Rissman	&	Gillon,	
2017).	Yet,	 to	date,	 the	majority	of	 qualitative	 social	 science	pub-
lished	 in	conservation	and	ecology	 journals	has	 focused	on	a	 rela-
tively	narrow	set	of	concepts,	methods	and	philosophies	(e.g.	Moon	
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et	al.,	2016).	Researchers	who	publish	in	this	field	can	be	self‐iden-
tified	conservation	scientists,	or	part	of	a	broader	‘transdisciplinary	




cial	 sciences	 to	 the	 dynamics	 of	 coupled	 human–natural	 systems’	
(Kareiva	&	Marvier,	2012,	p.	962).	Much	of	the	research	published	
in	 this	 field	 is	 reductionist,	 seeking	 to	 define,	 quantify	 and	 pre-
dict	elements	of	 socio‐ecological	 systems	 (see	Moon	et	 al.,	 2019).	
While	having	a	clear	value,	one	of	the	major	consequences	of	these	
‘positivist’	 approaches	 (i.e.	 to	 posit,	 observe,	 derive	 logical	 truths)	
































and	present	practice’	 (Bennett	 et	 al.,	 2017,	p.	65)	by	offering	per-

















2.1 | From interviews to placed‐based 
understandings
If	you	want	to	study	people’s	behaviour	and	their	in-
teraction	 with	 their	 environment,	 the	 observations	
and	 informal	 conversations	of	 field	 studies	will	 usu-
ally	 give	 more	 valid	 knowledge	 than	 merely	 asking	




primarily	 for	amenity.	During	my	PhD,	 I	undertook	 training	 in	 social	
science	 research	methods	 and	 approaches.	 Prior	 to	 this	 research,	 I	
completed	 an	 applied	 science	 (Environmental	 Management)	 under-
graduate	degree	and	Honours	in	geography.	Before	starting	my	PhD,	






My	 decision	 to	 integrate	 property	walks	 into	 research	 on	 pri-
vate	 land	 conservation	 was	 suggested	 by	 a	 colleague	 during	 the	




the	 exercise	 and	 subsequently	 delved	 into	 the	 literature.	 Through	





action	 that	 shapes	 conservation	 activities	 and	 the	way	we	under-
stand	them,	which	can	easily	be	obscured	from	view	without	such	
engagement.
Through	 the	walking	 interviews,	 I	 found	 that	 sometimes	paths	
or	fence	lines	directed	the	journey	with	a	landholder.	But	even	more	
revealing	to	me	was	the	way	that	specific	plants	guided	the	way.	The	








the	path	 to	 its	 location,	where	 it	was	 swiftly	 pulled	out.	As	other	
Ragwort	plants	were	identified,	they	too	were	removed	–	a	process	
in	which	 I	 participated.	We	moved	 through	 the	 bush	 tracking	 the	
weeds	as	we	discussed	the	difficulty	of	managing	re‐infestation	of	
restoration	 sites,	 how	and	when	 to	 intervene	 in	ecologies	 as	 they	
grow	and	change,	the	challenges	of	doing	conservation	work	as	we	

















than‐humans	 into	 the	 conservation	 process.	 By	 suggesting	 plants	
have	agency,	 I	 am	saying	 that	 their	 liveliness	extends	beyond	 their	
















2.2 | From ‘answers’ to stories
I	 (Vanessa)	 completed	dual	 undergraduate	 degrees	 in	Biology	 and	
Mathematics	with	 honours	 in	 ecological	modelling	 and	 training	 in	













































was	 a	 thirst	 on	 their	 part	 for	 narrative	 and	 I	 think,	 in	 part,	 that	 it	
was	driven	by	a	desire	to	own	their	stories	and	intellectual	property	
rather	 than	 allowing	 us	 to	 interpret	 their	 words.	 The	 landholders	
were	 co‐designers	 of	 the	 questions	 and	 asked	 for	 a	 role	 in	 curat-
ing	these	stories	into	a	single	video.	While	this	part	of	the	work	re-
mains	unfinished,	the	stories,	we	heard	were	diverse	and	they	only	
further	 solidified	my	belief	 that	 the	motivations	 of	 landholders	 to	
participate	in	programmes	are	as	many	as	the	number	of	properties	





a	deeper	understanding	of	 landholder	motivations	 and	desires	 for	
private	 land	 conservation	 reflects	 an	 emerging	 discussion	 in	 the	
literature	about	qualitative	social	science	methods	to	provide	 ‘rich	
descriptions’	of	complex	systems	(Dressler	et	al.,	2010;	Evely,	Fazey,	
Fazey,	 Pinard,	 &	 Lambin,	 2008;	 Gould	 et	 al.,	 2017;	McClenachan,	
Ferretti,	 Ferretti,	 &	 Baum	 Julia,	 2012;	 Rissman	 &	 Gillon,	 2017).	








I	moved	from	an	 ‘outsider’	 (Berger,	2015)	to	a	facilitator	 in	a	 joint‐
learning	process	(Pohl	et	al.,	2010).
The	narratives	that	we	constructed	for	the	region,	and	the	role	
of	 planning,	 provided	 a	 deeper	 understanding	 of	 the	 meaning	 of	
a	plan	for	the	people	 it	would	affect.	Plans	are	often	perceived	as	
paper	documents	that	sit	on	shelves	or,	perhaps	when	opened,	guide	
policymakers’	 action,	even	 though	 they	can	be	disconnected	 from	
the	place	for	which	the	plan	speaks.	Our	work	brought	the	‘plan’	to	
life,	 as	a	manifestation	of	 the	 landholders’	 role	as	place‐makers	 in	








2.3 | From data to meaning





problems.	 I	 knew	 that	 my	 knowledge	 within	 the	 natural	 sciences	
was	 limited	 in	attempting	 to	understand	 these	problems,	 so	 I	 em-
barked	on	a	PhD	in	social	science	to	explore	some	of	the	questions	
that	were	occupying	my	mind,	 typically,	why	do	people	behave	 in	
ways	 that	do	not	account	 for	 the	health	of	ecosystems	 (e.g.	 litter-
ing,	 over‐consumption,	 ecosystem	 degradation)?	 I	 largely	 brought	










I	 knew	 and	 how	 this	 evolution	 in	 thinking	 has	 shaped	my	 current	
approach	to	research.
I	 really	 wanted	 to	 understand	 what	 motivated	 landholders	 to	
conserve	 biodiversity	 through	 formal	 government	 programmes.	 I	
hoped	to	use	the	findings	to	inform	programme	design	so	that	pri-
vate	 land	 conservation	programmes	 reflected	 the	needs,	 perspec-




























I	 had	 also	 not	 given	 adequate	 consideration	 to	 the	 value	 of	
meaning	 in	 understanding	 differences	 and	 similarities	 between	
landholders.	I	had	initially	thought	that	it	would	be	meaningful	to	
characterize	 landholders	on	 the	basis	of	 their	 programme	enrol-
ment.	From	here,	I	thought	it	might	be	possible	to	predict	the	‘types’	
of	landholders	who	might	have	preferences	for	some	programmes	
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how	much	of	their	time	they	spend	on	the	land,	how	resilient,	or	
not,	they	are	to	external	factors,	what	risks	they	are	exposed	to,	
what	 land	management	 aspirations	 they	 have	 and	what	 lifestyle	
choices	they	make.	I	came	to	realize	that	although	landholder	cat-
egories	 and	heuristics	based	on	 statistical	models	 are	 important	
in	providing	quick	and	easy	advice	to	programme	administrators,	
such	 approaches	 can	 only	 be	 meaningful	 if	 they	 accommodate	
the	deeper	 significance	of	 the	essence	of	 that	differentiation,	 in	














bounded	relativism	 (i.e.	 that	different	versions	of	 reality	can	exist,	
but	are	usually	shared	within	bounded	groups)	(Moon	&	Blackman,	
2014).	Currently,	I	am	working	on	a	project	that	adopts	constructiv-
ist	 grounded	 theory	methodology	 (Charmaz,	2006)	 to	 explore	 the	
ethical,	 philosophical	 and	 practice‐based	 journeys	 of	 landholders	
who	 see	 property	 rights	 as	 owing	 a	 responsibility	 to	 country	 and	
community,	 rather	 than	 an	 exclusive	 right	 of	 private	 possession.	
Processes	of	reflexivity	have	provided	me	with	exciting	opportuni-
ties	to	develop	and	evolve	as	a	social	scientist.
3  | WHAT TO MAKE OF THESE STORIES 
















tempting	 to	 contribute	 to	 an	ongoing	discussion	 in	 this	 space	 in	 a	
more	 personal	 way,	 in	 the	 hope	 that	 those	 entering	 and	 already	





‘knowable’	 in	 certain	ways.	 In	other	words,	 ‘the	 social	world	 is	 in-
credibly	 complex	 and	 dynamic,	 and	 evidence,	 even	 on	 quite	 basic	


















needed	 to	 be	 asked	 instead),	 and	 how	we	 chose	 to	 answer	 these	

















flexivity	 as	 encouraging	 a	perspective	 that	 acknowledges	multiple	
authorities	with	different	insights	that	should	be	heard,	with	the	re-
searcher	offering	just	one.
Thus,	 greater	 reflexivity	may	assist	 in	 achieving	 a	broader	 cul-
tural	shift	 in	conservation	and	ecology	disciplines	 in	how	research	
is	conceived,	conducted	and	communicated.	We	should	be	encour-
aging	a	greater	 sense	of	humility	 to	 the	claims	of	 authority	 in	our	
research,	as	we	have	sought	to	do	in	the	sharing	of	our	perspectives	
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here.	 It	 is	our	hope	 that	we	can	support	 the	 forging	of	a	 research	
culture	 where	 humility	 and	 doubt,	 within	 well‐designed	 research	
programs,	are	valued	rather	than	seen	as	a	weakness.
3.2 | Situating conservation phenomenon in context
Place‐based	relationships	are	fundamental	to	shaping	how	conser-
vation	plays	out,	 so	we	must	 be	 attentive	 to	how	 they	 fit	within	
our	research	(Country	et	al.,	2018).	Attention	requires	being	con-
scious	 of	 what	 information,	 knowledge	 or	 experience	 might	 be	
hidden	 from	view	when	we	do	not	have	situated	experience	of	a	
certain	phenomenon.	 Just	as	 importantly	 though,	place	offers	an	
important	 reminder	 that	 human–environment	 relationships	 and	




ploying	 ‘all	 available	 tools	 and	methods	 to	 gain	 deep,	 contextual	
understanding’	 (Rust	et	al.,	2017,	p.	5),	 then	a	wider	engagement	
with	social	science	is	necessary.	As	Bennett	et	al.	 (2017)	suggest,	
more	 collaborative	work	may	 need	 to	 be	 done	with	 social	 scien-
tists	early	on	in	a	project	to	capture	contextual	dimensions	in	the	
research	design.








(Country	et	 al.,	 2018).	As	Watts	 (2013,	p.	23)	notes,	 ‘habitats	 and	
ecosystems	are	better	understood	as	societies	from	an	Indigenous	
point	 of	 view’.	 Through	 this	 way	 of	 knowing,	 ‘not	 only	 are	 [non-
humans]	 active,	 they	 also	directly	 influence	how	humans	organize	
themselves’.	Even	if	such	a	perspective	challenges	a	particularly	con-
strained	research	design,	might	the	absence	of	such	considerations	





Our	own	position,	 as	white	Westerners	 in	Western	 and	 colonial	
settings,	 has	 shaped	 the	 way	 we	 think	 about	 knowledge.	 A	 re-
searcher's	position	includes	‘personal	characteristics,	such	as	gen-
der,	 race,	 affiliation,	 age,	 sexual	 orientation,	 immigration	 status,	
personal	 experiences,	 linguistic	 tradition,	 beliefs,	 biases,	 prefer-
ences,	theoretical,	political	and	ideological	stances,	and	emotional	
responses	 to	 participant’	 (Berger,	 2015,	 p.	 220).	 Concepts	 that	
we	understand	and	 ‘know’	might	have	no	equivalent	whatsoever	
in	 other	 cultures,	 where	 individuals	 and	 groups	 are	 positioned	
differently.	Conversely,	 it	might	be	 impossible	for	us	to	truly	un-





of	 research	 (e.g.	 design,	 engagement,	 interpretation).	 In	 fact,	 our	
understanding	about	the	need	to	state	our	positionality	deepened	
through	the	reactions	of	editors	and	reviewers	on	an	earlier	version	
of	 this	very	manuscript.	The	 reviewers	and	editors	 could	not	 fully	
appreciate	our	stories	without	a	more	explicit	identification	of	who	
we	were	as	storytellers.	Thus,	the	writing	process	strengthened	our	
practices	 of	 reflectivity	 and	 contributed	 to	 an	 ongoing	 process	 of	
learning,	 both	 with	 each	 other,	 and	 our	 academic	 peers.	While	 it	
did	not	necessarily	 feel	 comfortable	 to	be	explicit	about	our	posi-
tionality,	we	consider	that	it	is	not	only	important	to	recognize	our	
positions	as	self‐aware	researchers,	but	also	to	state	our	positions	
explicitly	 for	 readers	 in	 academic	 articles	 so	 they	 might	 come	 to	
understand	our	 research	 on	 a	 deeper	 level.	 Importantly,	 engaging	









the	 experience	 of	 study	 participants’;	 (b)	 ‘when	 researcher	moves	
from	the	position	of	an	outsider	to	the	position	of	an	insider	in	the	
course	of	 the	study’;	and	 (c)	 ‘when	 researcher	has	no	personal	 fa-
miliarity	or	experience	with	what	is	being	studied'	(Berger,	2015,	p.	
219).	We	started	our	research	in	a	position	studying	the	unfamiliar,	
which	 can	 bring	 both	 advantages	 and	 disadvantages.	 Advantages	
include	 being	 ‘ignorant’	 of	 the	 subject	 matter	 and	 so	 putting	 the	
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&	Gillon,	2017).	These	reflections	show	how	our	training	influenced	
our	initial	research	design,	but	how	we	were	able,	within	the	social	
sciences,	 to	 critique	 and	 learn	 from	our	 research	experience	 and	
report	 on	 how	 our	 approaches	 evolved.	We	 advocate	 for	 open-
ing	up	pathways	to	engage	 in,	and	report	on,	a	diversity	of	social	









(Moon	et	 al.,	 2016).	We	must	 remember	 that,	 as	 researchers,	we	
are	not	the	exclusive	authority	on	describing	what	is	or	is	not	hap-
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